In 2008, The Air Institute surveyed 171 executive coaches from 40 countries 2 who employed group executive coaching on a regular basis. The majority had coached in countries and cultures other than just their own and over 50% of respondents had been group coaching for five years or more. These coaches were predominantly implementing GEC in the following arenas:
• Executive Leadership (71%)
• Executive Team Effectiveness (61%)
• Developing High Potentials (51%), and
• Change Leadership (45%).
The GEC Survey revealed that there is quite some variety in Group Executive Coaching duration. Programmes typically range from one day to two years, the most prevalent being between three to twelve months. Each coaching session tends to vary from one hour to a whole day.
So what typically constitutes a 'group' in Group Executive Coaching? While the jury is still out on the ideal group size, the GEC Survey showed that there is some variation in the number of coachees per group:
• 2 to 6 coachees (48%)
• 7 to12 coachees (48%)
• 13 to 20 coachees (16%), and
• over 20 coachees (6%). These statistics seem to indicate that, in GEC, less can be more. It is easy to see how the lines between coaching, facilitating and consulting could potentially become blurred as group size increases. This can be further affected by the fact that there are different approaches to GEC. Some involve the coach providing relevant content on an issue and then posing coaching questions to the entire group. It is then up to individual coachees to respond. This may be managed in a spontaneous and voluntary 'popcorn' approach, or in a systematic, orderly one-by-one method. Alternatively, IGLC's methodology, which primarily seeks to generate insights and clarify development focus amongst participants, includes the objective of enhancing the coaching skills of coachees themselves. Each participant takes turns in the 'coaching chair' to be coached by all of the participants. Here the coach acts as both head coach and group facilitator. In this IGLC approach to GEC, which favours small group size, we take a reflective stance. The clinical approach gives busy leaders the space and time for to look within, back and across personal and interpersonal divides, in order to gain awareness and move forward. To do this effectively, we work in small groups of four to six coachees per coach for a full day. Coachees will often regroup for follow up, in situ or virtually, sometimes with and sometimes without the coach, over the next six to twelve months. GEC group size therefore seems to be influenced by GEC methodology, objectives and the role of the coach.
As a global business school, IGLC's executive education programmes are typically include a diverse cultural mix. On the Singapore campus, the majority of IGLC's coaching groups comprise leaders from highly diverse cultures. In a small group of four to six executives, it is not unusual to have participants from three to four continents.
Each cohort is selected to optimise diversity according to culture, gender, industry, professional function, and any other prevalent criteria.
Diversity versus Homogeneity
Diversity, in its simplest essence, is difference or variety. In the societal and organisational context, diversity typically consists of at least eight people-related dimensions 3 .
The acknowledgement and respect of diversity has been important in global and forward thinking organisations for many years, being driven initially from an equality and inclusivity perspective. The importance of working and leading with diversity, however, has spread and escalated. Whereas a mere five years ago, the ability to work effectively with people 'other than ourselves' might have been advantageous, in today's highly globalised corporations it is more a necessity or critical success factor. Playing with and becoming familiar with diversity can therefore be a powerful component of the group coaching process. Chances are that, when you are working with at least four people, there will be individuals who share both similar and different characteristics, behaviours and issues. Often one person's strength is another one's challenge. This can become a source of creative insight and trigger learning potential. The power of diversity also comes into play when people who are from a different culture, gender, generation or professional function find, through the group coaching process, that they actually share similar traits, issues or attributes. Thus, there can be diversity in homogeneity and similarity in heterogeneity.
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For example, in a recent group coaching programme in Singapore for a multinational pharmaceutical, five ostensibly very different participants came together from three continents and five professional functions. As each told their story throughout the day, by sharing the 'portrait' of their life, it was gradually revealed that the Japanese, American and French participants had, despite significantly different cultural traditions and upbringings, experienced uncannily similar parenting. For each person, this had significantly impacted their lives and been a strong force in the shaping their personal and professional identity. This surprising and unsolicited common thread of shared experience united and bonded the three in an unspoken but very recognisable way.
The GEC Survey sought to start exploring coaches' experience of diversity in terms of:
• Generation issues between Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Milennials;
• Cross-cultural issues
• Gender issues, within the group executive coaching context. Of these three, we have found that cultural diversity is the most readily observed in group executive coaching. As women continue to be a relative minority at senior executive levels, it is still rare to have more than one women in a four to six member GEC cohort, particularly in company specific programmes. It is therefore difficult to accumulate sufficient data from which to draw conclusions about the impact of gender diversity without specific gender related GEC research.
IGLC coaching cohorts also typically comprise professionals of a similar leadership level and to a large extent, by proxy, generation. Thus, while all three of these forms of diversity are common topics affecting executives that arise in the coaching, the most common forms of diversity in the actual groups is cultural and professional / functional identity. We will therefore focus on culture as the main form of diversity in the group coaching context.
The Impact of Diversity and Homogeneity in GEC
What is the impact of diversity versus homogeneity on Group Executive Coaching? The results of the GEC survey showed that coaching in diverse groups can be both positive and negative. While homogeneous groups are in some ways easier to coach, heterogeneous groups can bring significant benefits to make up for the additional challenges posed. Just as in work scenarios, diversity in the group executive context, must therefore be handled with great skill and respect.
We present some of the key advantages and disadvantages of coaching homogeneous and diverse groups in Tables 1 and 2 • Shared platform from which participants can explore a multitude of relevant topics
• Less risky to make assumptions • People are less en guard and less 'politically correct'. They more likely to say what they think.
• 
Setting the Stage With A Diverse Coaching Group
Our experience and research has shown that there are specific factors that enhance the effectiveness of GEC, regardless of the group's homogeneity or diversity, the most fundamental being:
• Rapport and trust between all coachees, and between the coachees and the coach
• The coach's expertise -in coaching, facilitating group dynamics and remaining present
• The mindset of coachees and their will for self-disclosure and commitment to contribute to their own and fellow coachees' growth.
The first step in any group coaching is to establish rapport and trust within the group. Building a bridge and bond, both between participants and with the coach, serves a multitude of purposes in the group coaching context. It establishes the cornerstone of the coaching experience by creating a high level of trust. Indeed, an overwhelming number of coaches in the GEC Survey emphasised the criticality of confidentiality and openness as a key success factor. This can be even more important when coaching in a diverse group.
We use creative, yet probing 'ice-breakers' as a non-threatening way of illustrating the selfdisclosure ideally needed for effective group coaching. This creates the opportunity for leaders to take a risk and play with the unfamiliar and become more at ease with uncertainty and ambiguity, which is so relevant in global leadership today. Engaging corporate individuals into a more 'right brain' perspective (through an activity such as drawing, symbolic metaphors or storytelling) encourages coachees to delve into the emotional and creative half of their brain. At IGLC, we ask coachees to draw a 'portrait' of themselves, depicting what is Air Institute Pte Ltd 102 Joo Chiat Terrace #02-05 Singapore 427256 M +65 9668 9553 T +65 6440 3348 E connect@theairinstitute.com currently in their head, heart and stomach, their work and leisure, and their past and future. We never cease to be amazed by the creative, symbolic and emotional depth of this seemingly simple exercise. Everything from traditional portraits and caricatures to landscapes, creatures, storyboards, cartoons and still lives can arise. It is the discourse that follows, when the individual explains the portrait with the group, that is most revealing.
Such an exercise heralds that it is no normal day at the office. When dealing with executives from highly structured, top down organisations, who are used to primarily applying their left (logical) brain, such an activity both disrupts their normal way of operating and allows the individuals to bond as a unit. This is a necessary and sometimes challenging shift to make for corporate cultures dominated by the rational left brain thinking and allows for more integrated and balanced ways of processing and interacting. By the end of the day, through the combination of both the right brain icebreaking activity, and the more concrete discussion of 360 degree feedback data, coachees will have usually addressed all four facets of David Maister et al's 'Trust Equation' (2001) , particularly Intimacy, which is often the most neglected dimension in corporate life today: Trust = Reliability + Credibility + Intimacy
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Other factors work in parallel with bonding and trust in GEC success. One, clearly, is the coach's coaching expertise; the other is the mindset of each individual in the group. A coach must be able to effortlessly and fluidly shift between coach and facilitator roles, continually calibrating the energy and emotion of the group. So too must the individuals be open to embarking on the deep dive into, what McDougal (1985) called, one's own 'inner theatre' 6 . For it is within the inner theatre that exploration and awareness can truly begin.
How Cultural Diversity Plays Out in GEC
Cultural diversity is by no means a new concept in the study of leadership and organisational effectiveness. Various well-known cultural dimensions have been identified over the years, such as those propounded by Hofstede (1980) Project recognised the importance of understanding its impact on leadership. In a ten year study, 170 GLOBE researchers gathered and analysed cultural and leadership data from 17,000 managers in 62 societal cultures. They identified nine cultural dimensions that have managerial and leadership implications 7 , irrespective of specific culture. We note that these are also, most likely, to be relevant irrespective of generation or gender.
In the GEC Survey, we specifically asked coaches about the advantages and disadvantages of working with cross-cultural groups.
Advantages of Cultural Diversity
Diversity was quoted as the main advantage of cross-cultural groups by 29% of respondents. Figure 1 shows the advantages of cross-cultural diversity in group executive coaching:
Figure 1:
7 The nine cultural dimensions that the GLOBE Project identified are Performance Orientation, Assertiveness, Future Orientation, Humane Orientation, Institutional Collectivism, In-Group Collectivism, Gender Egalitarianism, Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance. Respondents cited various disadvantages for the coach when coaching cross-cultural groups as, with diversity, it:
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• Is more challenging for the coach
• Is difficult to generalise
• Can be harder to focus the group • It usually takes more time
• Is more difficult to explain principles; and
• Requires a variety of communication strategies in order to be effective.
More specifically:
• "It can become very demanding & the coach needs to be extremely aware."
• "Needs to get their point across in several ways to reach all."
• "Requires constant feedback about whether everyone in the group is in a learning mode and that language is accessible to all."
In our experience, however, these disadvantages can be alleviated through the coach's application of their intercultural understanding and their group coaching skills. We frequently face this language challenge when coaching culturally diverse groups in IGLC Singapore. We have witnessed potentially derailing confusion regarding comments in participants' feedback. In one group, Tashi, a Japanese sales executive, was praised several times in his 360 feedback for his aggressiveness. Having read this the evening before, he came to the coaching session still in shock after a largely sleepless night -very upset and ashamed. When he took his place in the coaching chair, he kept insisting, quite emotionally, that he was not aggressive. He was almost pleading for us to agree with him. The culturally diverse group, which included executives from the United States, France, India and The Philippines responded in different ways. The three western or western educated executives couldn't understand why he was so upset. From their perspective, it was clear from the written feedback that this was a strength that he should be proud of. They thought he was confused between the sections for behaviours to Stop and behaviours to Continue. Michel, the French executive, encouraged him "they want you to keep being aggressive", while the American acknowledged him "it's a good thing to be aggressive!" Meanwhile Bayani, the Filipino executive, was quiet but vigorously shaking his head, and when prompted shared his own dilemma. 's not right." As the group shared their different perceptions of the term 'aggressive', from both their cultural and work function perspectives, the room filled with laughter and relief. Tashi completed his session with a happy face and upright posture, assured that he was seen a strong and determined sales executive, Bayani realised he could retain his preferred leadership style in The Philippines yet needed to supplement it with different styles according to the situation, his purpose and the people he was communicating with. The English speaking executives realised they needed to be very specific with their language and explanations when providing feedback between cultures. The whole group left with a new perspective and understanding. All this over a single word. Clearly, language can have significant implications for 360 degree feedback in diverse cultures and potentially genders and generations as well. 

Cultural Diversity in 360° Feedback
Historically, cross cultural research focussed on highlighting differences between cultures. More recently, there has been a shift to identifying and focussing on similarities. But there is a third way -the integration of these two viewpoints. It is not simply about what is the same and what is different, but rather, the very mutuality of human existence. This concept has been explored in the leadership arena through the GLOBE Project, which has systematically researched how different cultures value and define leadership, in order to identify universal facilitators of and impediments to effective leadership. They include perceived attributes such as Integrity, being charismatic, visionary, inspirational and a good team builder. Conversely, universal impediments to effective leadership include being perceived as autocratic, a loner or non co-operative. 8 Each of these dimensions represents powerful vantage points for working with diverse cultures in GEC as diversity is always at play in multicultural groups -within and between coaching participants, in the narratives they relate and in the 360° feedback that gets discussed. In the IGLC group process, it is interesting to witness these universal attributes play out as participants comment on their own and other participants feedback. Some cultures, such as Asian, Latin American and some south European, are viewed as more likely to be uneasy about doing 360° feedback. The main cultural difference cited in the GEC Survey was that Asians were seen by 26% of coaches as less forthright in their feedback. Conversely, Westerners were seen by 9% coaches as more direct and willing to provide feedback. Some respondents believed this stemmed from culture norms where, for example, in many Asian countries it is not polite to criticise someone, especially an elder. The GLOBE Project, for example, cites that in the Chinese culture, which is distinguished by its high performance orientation, high institutional orientation and high in-group collectivism 9 , "managers seem to like leaders who are fraternal and friendly with their subordinates and who have an indirect approach to communication, using metaphors and parables to communicate their point" 10 .
What is not clear, however, is the extent to which this observed uneasiness about giving feedback could be related to the amount of previous exposure executives and their stakeholders have had to providing 360° feedback. Although it is not unexpected that people from collective and/or hierarchical cultures might well be more reticent or cautious in their feedback, there could be other factors, such as method novelty, contributing to this behaviour.
Asians, from a feedback perspective, were generally seen as: • less critical of superiors;
• culturally uneasy about doing 360 degree feedback;
• providing less comments; and
• giving themselves lower self scores.
Westerners were generally viewed as:
• more assertive, clear and direct in their feedback;
• more comfortable giving feedback, even to bosses; and
• having higher self scores.
Specific comments include:
• "Feedback from Asian people is more modest, polite, less direct."
• "Asian people tendency is to protect the status quo."
• "North Americans are more direct, while Asians may be less willing to criticize directly."
• "People from Confucian cultures may be more reticent in giving feedback, especially to their superiors."
• "A Westerner's notion of assertiveness may be very different from an Asian's perspective of it."
In our Asian experience, we have noted two tell-tale signs of potential uneasiness with giving feedback -firstly, a lack of open-ended comments and secondly, higher than usual ratings. While the fewer comments could be related to language challenges, we still observe this where the feedback technology allows for comments in one's own language. In cultures less comfortable with giving feedback, where comments are provided, they tend to be very general, skewed towards the positive and sometimes taking on the nature of overarching praise and gratitude for working with someone, almost like a personal thankyou.
We have found that one way of tackling the second issue -of consistently high ratings -is to note the lower end of these. For example, in a recent Japanese multinational, many Japanese respondents rated their managers at very high levels -consistently five, six and seven (out of a possible seven). Whilst a pleasing result for an executive to receive, at first glance there seemed little to work on as there were also very few comments provided. It could have been a bland coaching dialogue, at least from a data perspective. In this case we flagged the lower ratings for each respondent -fives for respondees that only gave five to seven, and sixes for those only giving sixes and sevens. We suggested looking at them as potentially lower -for example, how we might normally view a three or four rating. This treatment opened up the opportunity to uncover development themes that would not otherwise have been readily noticed amongst the highly complimentary ratings. In fact, this approach lent additional weight to what had looked like small, outlying ratings received from one or two non-Japanese respondents. It is always important, however, to do a reality check with the executive and group, to see if any themes that emerge from this more detailed treatment resonate with their personal observations, as relevant areas for development. 
Observations from the Field in Asia
At first glance, one might think that GEC in Asia would differ vastly as the region comprises such diverse and distinctive cultures. To further hone our exploration of Group Executive Coaching issues in Asia, we compared and contrasted the set-up and rapport building phase of five recent assignments in the region:
• Four Japanese executives from a high tech manufacturing company;
• Six Thai executives from a large industrial conglomerate;
• Four British executives in an international bank in Asia;
• Five non-Asian executives from different countries and organisations; and
• Six Asian and non-Asian executives from a pharmaceutical.
As discussed earlier, this set up and rapport building phase is crucial in developing the trust necessary for creating the safe arena in which to explore the universal leadership attributes necessary today. It needs to be clear, understood and agreed, yet in an almost contradictory way, low-key.
Our analysis revealed that, in the Japanese and Thai groups, building intimacy and trust required a slower pace and greater patience. This could be related to several causes:
• English language challenges • The coach's cultural background -how might it have been different with a Japanese or Thai coach? • Moving beyond the polite faces or public veneer that is so fundamental to interaction in these two cultures.
Linked to this was the issue of the coach being viewed as the guru or expert, with the authority and 'responsibility' to provide 'the answers' to coachees. This is particularly common in Confucian based societies and in cultures where institutions and leaders exert a somewhat parental influence over its people. In such contexts, it is even more important for the coach to establish professional credibility up front; to then explain the critical success factors (which effectively become the rules of engagement); and to actively embody the desired coaching skills they wish the coachees to adopt.
Conversely, when working with the British and non-Asian executive groups, trust and collaboration was visibly more readily established between participants. As the icebreaking process later revealed, however, this seeming intimacy can sometimes be merely a social nicety occurring at relatively surface levels. The self-disclosure process created greater intimacy and interpersonal commitment, which then allowed for safer revelation of core issues as the group progressed with the coaching. With some Asian groups, the coach needs to lead the initial 'curious questioning' for a longer period of time than with many non-Asian groups. The coach's questioning may need to be more focussed, persistent and, at times, directive with an Asian group in the early stages. This might be related to the discouragement in some Asian cultures to ask many questions, as this can be viewed as a lack of respect to the 'leader' or 'teacher', as well as an admission of one's own foolishness. The self-disclosure offered by some Asian coachees can be more indirect and layered, therefore requiring more questions to get to the deeper level, much like sequential separation of mataryoshka (Russian dolls), until we uncover the core issue.
The coaching tenet of 'enlightenment through questions'-a cornerstone of both Buddhist philosophy and the Socratic Method -is often far removed from the everyday ways of operating in traditional, hierarchical cultures -whether they be corporate or ethnographic, Asian or non-Asian.
Of the many topics with which our group coachees in Asia grapple with, some of the more common issues include:
• Traditional conservative cultures interfacing with international corporate philosophies and ways of working eg: Japan with Life Balance, Saudi Arabia with trust, secrecy & transparency
• Differences between generations and cultures in and between dynamic emerging markets with strong tradition based cultures (such as Vietnam, India, China) versus established economies.
In any culture, it is a challenge for both parties when an older person reports into a younger manager. Add strong cultural expectations and values regarding hierarchy and an even greater challenge presents itself. This challenge is an increasingly common issue for Asians working in multinational organisations, especially in emerging Asian markets. It can cause people to lose face and even derail teams. The struggle can, on occasion, surface during group coaching in Asia where coachees from different generations are participating. An older executive can sometimes find it insulting to be in the same coaching group, being seen as a peer with a younger executive -it can feel like a demotion or a slap in the face.
It is equally awkward for the young executive wanting to, on the one hand, show respect for the older colleague, and on the other, to be an active participant, to challenge the status quo and to be visibly connected to the international corporate community. We've found this phenomenon to be most extreme in dynamic and emerging economies such as Vietnam, China and India where the traditional cultures are still highly conservative and believe in honouring and obeying elders. In these situations, the coach needs to allow both parties to reflect, express and discuss. Sometimes this is the first time the issue has been openly acknowledged and shared, particularly publicly.
A review of these five culturally different coaching groups tells us that the coach must remain mindful of being sufficiently open to allow each group to proceed in its own way in accordance with its composition and the issues that arise. 11 As western coaches in Asia, we must remain ever aware of how this might be playing out, in our own coaching and within each group we coach. Increasingly, however, we see exchanges occurring between the Asian and western views in executives' thinking and behaviour. When working with Milennials and some Generation X in Asia's emerging economies, we at times see evidence that could support Francis Fukuyama's (1992) view that world's societies are converging with the 'westernisation' of younger generations. Yet, at other times, we also view an increasing cultural pride in being able to maintain and even expand one's own Asian culture in an increasingly modernised world, that could support Samuel Huntington's (1996) of cultural divergence. In our group coaching, we encourage the cross-fertilisation and influence to be two way between the various cultures represented, in order for leaders to become truly global. This is in line with Nisbett's third view that 'the world may in for convergence rather than continued divergence, but a convergence based not purely on Westernization, but also on Easternization and on new cognitive forms based on the blending of social systems and values" 12 .
Evaluating GEC Effectiveness
Group coaches will always ask themselves; how do I gauge how effective the coaching experience has been? With a culturally diverse group the answer may appear more ambiguous and subtle. We have found Indicators to be a combination of process and results. Sometimes, however, it's just as obvious as the following example. In a recent group coaching day in Singapore with six banking executives from around the world, there was a lot of discussion from the mainly extroverted group. Sanjay, an Indian participant, although clearly engaged, had noticeably little airtime compared to his colleagues. Fairly early on, the coach started to ask -"And what are your thoughts, Sanjay?" Each time, Sanjay would neatly summarise and provide a definitive observation or question to the group in laser-like one or two sentences. The first time, the group fell silent, simultaneously surprised and impressed by the usually quiet Sanjay's insight. The second time they started to laugh and said, "He's good!" On the third time Sanjay was asked for his input, he paused and said, "Well, I just have one question…" and then delivered a question that cut to the core of the issue and shifted the group significantly in a different direction. The group laughed, "He's really good!" The real breakthrough, however, came when the group were just about to launch into their usual discourse.
Sebastian, an Australian executive, stopped mid sentence and pleaded "Actually… Sanjay… it would be great if you could save us all a lot off hot air and time … and tell us what's your take on this?" The group then worked to with Sanjay to help him uncover the motivation and develop strategies for him volunteer his views, observations and questions more readily, without having to wait for an explicit invitation.
This story exemplifies how, through the process of group coaching, executives of diverse cultures and personalities can work through many of the leadership challenges faced in today's ethnographically complex organizations. As the GEC Survey showed, cultural stereotypes abound and can permeate the expectations and perceptions of executives as well as coaches. This process of creating the time and space to observe and discuss behaviours in a non-critical setting allows for an expanded view of the individual and their culture.
The Australian, who had perhaps previously viewed his Asian counterparts as more compliant, had the opportunity to interpret that apparent behaviour in a new and more favourable light. The genuine concern by the Western colleagues also gave Sanjay (as well as the other Asians in the group) the opportunity to see how his colleagues genuinely valued his contribution and cared about his development. 
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Conclusion
If we accept the GLOBE Project's findings that in, order to succeed, global leaders need to be able to influence across a diverse group and to show cultural adaptability and flexibility, GEC is certainly a dynamic forum in which to practise and embed these traits in a safe and supervised setting. The initial discomfort felt by most diverse GEC groups soon eases into comfort with uncertainty and the unpredictable. The notion of ambiguity seems less threatening and often this space of "not knowing" that most seasoned executives are loath to entertain, let alone enter, is subtly explored in what is essentially a reflective and developmental, rather than a critical, high stake context.
The IGLC approach of combining a symbolic portrait activity that has no 'agenda' and is about what is integral to oneself, with the more concrete analysis of 360 data is a powerful combination and one that allows for a holistic picture of the individual to emerge. Interestingly, executives are often fascinated that the largely unstructured portrait process that calls for coaching staples such as curious questioning, deep listening and suspending all judgement often leads to just as rich and revealing a dialogue as the more familiar formal structure of reports and data. This can serve to free executives up to using more informal and less linear approaches more spontaneously and frequently in their conversations with people. The reflective space and process of understanding these nuances in the group coaching context increases the awareness of the individual when they return to the workplace, sharpening their sensitivity and acuity in observing and addressing the inherent potential that diversity brings.
When executives are thrown together in a room, whether it is for an hour or a day, the temptation is for them to automatically move into task focus and problem solving. Add cultural diversity and the potential for miscommunication is high. A good group coach therefore needs strong facilitation skills, a good understanding of the differences and possible interplay between directive and non-directive coaching and facilitation, and the ability to judge if and when to shift between these different roles, all while always holding the space for the coachees to explore, reflect and decide their own path towards awareness, integrity and results in becoming a more effective global leader.
